Introduction
For some time now researchers here in Australia and overseas have explored the difficulties that beginning teachers face when they enter the profession, as well as the sometimes related issue of high rates of attrition (Darling-Hammond, 1990; De Wert Babinski & Jones, 2003; Maxwell, Harrington & Smith, 2010; Schuck, 2003) . Herrington, Herrington, Kervin and Ferry (2006) suggest that in Australia around a quarter of beginning teachers leave within five years, and that in the United States, this figure is higher, with around a third leaving within their first five years of teaching. Many countries including Australia have induction programs (Schuck, 2003) or mentoring programs that aim to provide a supportive environment for beginning teachers. In Victoria for example, all beginning teachers (those in their first year of teaching) are assigned a mentor, under the Teacher Mentor Support Program (TMSP) (DEECD, 2011) . Research tends to suggest however that despite good intentions, many of these programs are limited in their effectiveness (Schuck, 2003) . There is consensus, here and elsewhere that more needs to be done to support beginning teachers.
Recently teacher networks have been proposed as a way to give beginning teachers more support. While teacher networks have been around for some time, they have mainly been used by pre-service teachers and practising teachers generally rather than beginning teacher specifically. Perhaps this lack of use relates to the fact that networks rely on agencies such as teacher professional subject associations, education departments or universities to support their development. Writing about teacher networks generally, Zhao and Rop (2001) suggest they have three main objectives: to exchange information such as resources, to transform practice by providing new knowledge or understanding, and to create or support reflective practice. Beginning teacher networks seem to more often focus on the third objective. Teacher networks, including beginning teacher networks, are often characterised by their use of an asynchronous technology, more often than not, text-based.
Beginning teacher networks, as teacher networks generally, use different methodologies to achieve their objectives. For example, they have different makeups. Some for example are completely online such as De Wert et al. (2003) while others involve face to face components such as Schuck (2003) . Some only involve beginning teachers, for example Romano (2008) , while others also involve experienced teachers (Schuck, 2003) and university staff (Maxwell, Harrington & Smith, 2010) . Some only involve beginning teachers from one school sector, as in Schuck's (2003) study of primary beginning teachers, while others involve beginning teachers from several sectors (De Wert et al., 2003; Romano, 2008) . They can involve both small and large numbers of participants, as well as different operating periods -although they often don't go longer than a year and are powered by different technologies. Often the details of these technologies are not reported, in particular the possible effects from how the program was used, and under what conditions. Zhao and Rop (2001) suggest that a number of factors are necessary for getting teachers to participate in online discussions. These include issues around technology, including having the technological skills as well as access to use online technologies, issues around having the motivation to want to participate, as well as issues around time, such as making time to participate as well as consideration of time needed to achieve project aims. Carr and Chambers (2006) in their more recent study similarly suggest these factors, as well as adding the lack of reflective practice culture in schools. Moore and Chae (2007) offer specific insights into why beginning teachers choose or don't choose to use online resources and communities established to support their needs, suggesting that for the most part, beginning teachers prefer to seek local professional and personal support from their colleagues.
Online discussion
The use of asynchronous technologies, also often referred to generically as online discussion, or computer mediated communication (CMC), has a long history in educational contexts with affordances often identified as solving perceived problems (Zhao & Rop, 2001) . For example in the 1980s, distance educators saw the asynchronous nature of online discussion as enabling students from geographically diverse locations to 'meet' online and therefore overcome the perceived lack of social presence associated with learning at a distance. From the 1990s, higher education institutions saw this asynchronicity as a way of giving students further opportunities to discuss course content and course issues, thereby overcoming the perceived barrier of needing to learn at a set location and time. Often, to do this higher education institutions invested heavily in building their own communication technologies. When it comes to why online discussion is advocated for teachers, Zhao and Rop (2001) argue that this practice continues: problems associated with teacher professional learning such as issues around teacher isolation and not having time to reflect on their practice, are identified and then particular affordances within online discussion are then assigned as solutions. As with distance education and higher education contexts generally, the asynchronous nature of online discussion is most commonly identified as providing solutions -that by being asynchronous teachers can participate at times that suit them, and can collaborate with other teachers outside their own immediate location. Zhao and Rop (2001) also argue that the text feature of asynchronous technologies is also identified as a beneficial affordance. In particular, that being written enables teachers to take time to express their views, thereby encouraging reflection.
Often, however, whether teachers know how to use online discussion technologies, and whether they receive training in how to use them is not reported or is lacking in details. In Romano's (2008) study, participants received technology professional learning, though what this involved is not specified. Likewise in Schuck's (2003) study, participants were given an introduction to the online tool but exactly how they were meant to use this tool is not reported. Often, training seems to relate to knowing how to use or operate the technology, and considerations such as how to use them (in what situations and under what conditions) and for what purposes (such as to engage with other participants) are overlooked. By not reporting on training, researchers can create the impression that online discussion is relatively simple, that it does not require specific training or skills, and that putting the technology into place is all that is needed. Attention to exploring whether teachers have the knowledge and skills to use them, both in a narrow functional sense, as well as a wider critical sense, is needed. Zhao and Rop (2001) argue that while teacher network research often makes claims about their value, these are rarely evaluated, nor is a lot of evidence provided to substantiate them. In part they suggest that this is because much of the literature around teacher networks tends to take the form of descriptive accounts of practice, small case studies or project reports. Furthermore, they suggest a lot of assumptions are made about achieving goals. They highlight this by using the example of 'community' which they argue is often assumed to have been created, as a group of people were able to connect online. Teacher network research is also underpinned by techno-centric views, whereby particular affordances such as asynchronicity are portrayed as determining these effects. By consequence, the role of the teacher in relation to these effects is down played or side stepped. There is little consideration that teachers can shape these effects, nor the importance of social and cultural factors on practice. As well, little if any attention is given to the ways that online discussion once technically enabled can be sustained.
More recently, the use of online discussion by teachers as indeed technologies generally, are advocated on the grounds that beginning teachers as 'digital natives', are skilled users of technologies and are therefore equipped to take advantage of them (Gao, Wong, Choy & Wu, 2010) . Marc Prensky (2001) first coined this term to refer to the 'new' generation of students who having grown up with technologies in their lives were being influenced in the ways they think and learn, including having a liking for multi-tasking and thinking in multimodal ways. Prensky's view has been disputed on a number of grounds (Bennett, Maton & Kervin, 2008; Kennedy, Judd, Churchward, Gray & Krause 2008 ), yet despite these challenges, this notion of the digital native still has considerable traction.
Participation and interaction in online discussion
The two concepts of participation and interactivity are often common to online discussion research. While participation is considered important, it is interaction which is often seen as vital, as without it, researchers suggest that discussion can become a series of one way conversations, from oneself to oneself. Yet often both participation and interaction are talked about in a self-evidentiary manner. They are not always defined and if they are, this tends to be in a narrow way. Participation for example is usually defined in numerical terms, and can refer both to the total number of members of the online discussion group, as well as the number who actually contribute (Henri, 1992) . Interactivity is often defined somewhat loosely and seems to be interchangeable with other terms such as communication, participation and engagement. Anderson (2003) argues that interaction involves a two way contact between people or with content and that in formal educational contexts, is used intentionally to achieve learning objectives or outcomes. Anderson suggests that there can be different types of interaction, including student to student, student to teacher and student to content, but that "deep and meaningful formal learning is supported as long as one of the three forms of interaction ... is at a high level."
Both participation and interaction typically are evidenced by an analysis of the transcript of the online discussion. To be counted as a participant one needs to leave a physical record, thus those who don't, such as those who choose to observe for example, are not counted. Often these non-participants are considered lurkers, which Carr and Chambers (2006: 146) acknowledge are a part of online culture, though adding that "having a high proportion of lurkers may undermine the development of the community -there needs to be sufficient public interaction to act as a stimulus for discussion, debate or learning". Anderson (2003) expresses a similar view about the importance of active interaction in online discussion when he comments that "high levels of interaction generally require actors to be personally active and engaged in the interaction".
Participation is also often assumed to occur when the technological means to do so has been enabled. Maxwell et al. (2010) for example point out that 380 graduates could have participated in their EdASP network, but only 125 chose to do so. Often as well, researchers seem to assume that participation will be constant and are somewhat apologetic when it doesn't turn out that way. Schuck (2003) for example comments that a number of beginning teachers stopped contributing to discussion, a number participated infrequently and only 5 of the 18 consistently choose to participate over the year. Broader discussions about why participants may want to participate are often not explored.
Measuring participation, whether it specifically involve participation rates, or patterns in participation, perhaps by gender, topic or over time has been a matter of counting. Measuring interactivity has been more complex as what can be counted as interactivity is more open to interpretation and different classification schemes measure it in different ways. Indeed as online discussion technologies have enabled interaction to occur between multiple participants, measuring interactivity has become more difficult, especially when it involves many participants over a long period of time. Yet interactivity is perceived as important to the success of online discussion, based on the belief that without it, online discussion "would comprise a series of statements linked only by the theme or subject under discussion -we would be faced with a collection of monologues and one-way statements" (Henri, 1992: 128 ). Yet despite the importance placed on being able to interact, once the technological means to enable interaction has been realised, possible efforts to ensure participants know how to interact are forgotten. Thus, both participation and interactivity are essentially seen as technical issues of connectivity, rather than pedagogical issues, situated within particular contexts.
Content analysis of online discussion
Content analysis is the dominant method used to analyse online discussion. In broad terms, content analysis usually takes as its first point of reference, the transcript, or the visible record of the content that was discussed. This transcript is read and analysed and particular codes using a particular classification scheme or taxonomy are assigned to aspects of the text. Typically this is at the level of a sentence or paragraph. Various models have been developed including Henri's model (1992) used in other studies such as those by Hara, Bonk and Angeli (2000) and McKenzie and Murphy (2000) , as well as models by Gunawardena, Lowe and Anderson (1997) , and Garrison, Anderson and Archer (1999) . Content analysis of online discussion can be "difficult, frustrating and time-consuming" (Rourke et al, 2001 ). There are a number of issues with content analysis, including its reliance often on surface, text-based content, or visible content and as such the context, under which transcription is produced is not included (Enriquez, 2009; Rourke et al. 2001) . As well there are considerable issues regarding rigour, as well as issues of reliability, validity and replicability (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison & Archer, 2001 ).
While the use of online discussion has been the subject of much research over a considerable period of time, there are still many questions that need answering. This is largely because much of the research has been mainly techno-centric in nature, with particular affordances such as the asynchronous nature of online discussion often identified as the means to solve perceived problems. In relation to teachers, asynchronous technologies have often been seen as overcoming issues in teacher professional learning, such as teacher isolation and lack of teacher reflection. Whether teachers received training in how to use these online discussions often was not reported, contributing further to the view that using them is simple and straightforward. Some of the more complex questions of how these technologies can be used in educational contexts have not been asked.
As well the research literature is underpinned by many assumptions, particularly around perceived benefits of their use, assumptions that are rarely evaluated. Some assumptions also relate to the users of these online technologies, particularly those deemed 'digital natives'. This paper is particularly interested in whether beginning teachers have the knowledge and skills to participate and interact in online discussion. Data is drawn from simulated online discussion which formed part of a larger support program for beginning teachers from P-12 schools across the state of Victoria.
This study
Beginning in 2010, and now in its second year of a three year program, the Supporting New Teachers Practice (SNTP) program is a Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) initiative, which aims to provide further support to beginning teachers as they face the challenges of being new to the profession. Beginning teachers volunteer to participate, and are provided with teaching release to enable ease of participation. Costing over $1 million, the program will involve around 600 beginning teachers, from across the state. This paper reports on one cohort of beginning teachers, 64 beginning teachers, 52 females and 12 males from primary, secondary and specialist schools from across the state.
The SNTP program uses a blended design. It begins with a two day face to face program, which aims to give beginning teachers opportunities to share their first year experiences as well as some challenges to their practice. On the second day of this program, considerable time is spent helping beginning teachers form smaller groups or communities, around a common interest or shared issue in practice (Wenger, 1998) . Later, each of these communities is assigned an online coach, an experienced teacher whose role is to support the community. A large part of this day is also spent in preparing the beginning teacher communities to be able to operate in the online component of the program. The program technologies are discussed, and each beginning teacher is given a resource folder containing hint sheets on how to use these technologies, as well as a protocol to assist them when discussing online.
In their communities they discuss how to appropriately use these technologies, given that they are in a public space, and they participate in a simulated online discussion. The online component follows on from the face to face program and then continues for much of the rest of the school year. This component essentially has two functions, to provide them with further knowledge about issues affecting their practice and to provide a space for them as a community to share experiences and develop shared practice (Wenger, 1998) . Several technologies within Blackboard are used to achieve these aims, as outlined in Appendix 1.
Data collection and analysis
Data for this paper is drawn from the written record of the simulated online discussion activity, which formed part of the face to face program. This simulation aimed to focus beginning teachers on behaviours which could assist their discussion when later online. These behaviours included: using open statements, soliciting replies by using questions, agreeing and disagreeing to a post in an appropriate way, and asking for clarity when unsure of the content or a view in a post. Details are included in Appendix 2. Beginning teachers operated within communities, which they had selfformed earlier that day, based on a common interest. In the main, these community groups were made up of 4-6 beginning teachers who had not met previously, who taught in different schools and across sectors. The simulation came at the end of a session around introducing beginning teachers to the program technologies, and discussing online.
The beginning teachers were asked to read four scenarios (see Table 1 below) provided in large text in hard copy format. They were then asked to choose one of these scenarios to respond to as a community group by simulating online discussion. Each of these scenarios centred on a particular issue or issues that beginning teachers were likely to experience, and ended with a prompt, to focus and stimulate discussion. Beginning teachers were given Post-it notes with which to record posts to this simulation and given a thirty minute timeframe.
Data from 19 simulated discussions was then collected and later transcribed. Henri's (1992) model of content analysis was broadly used to frame an analysis of participation and interaction by beginning teachers. This model has been used by Gunawardena, Lowe and Anderson (1997) and McKenzie and Murphy (2000) in Australia, and Khine, Yeap and Lok (2003) in Singapore. She feels that her university course has let her down by not equipping her with strategies to deal with these situations. The prompt at the end of this scenario asks beginning teachers to help Rebecca to isolate the issues she is facing. The intent is that beginning teachers will practice being able to focus discussion and therefore encourage discussion to be more purposeful and meaningful. Scenario 2 focuses on beginning teacher and mentor relationships.
Discussion on the Discussion Board has broadly been about mentors. Jasmine posts this posting in response to a previous one by Kathy.
Jasmine: I'm jealous Kathy! Yours sounds like a saint! Mine is a real dragon! I'm really struggling. She is so much older than me and has so much experience that she makes me feel like an idiot! I want to talk to her about the trouble I'm having with two of my boys. She's taught them. But I don't know how to raise it with her.
As Kathy, a fellow beginning teacher who apparently has a 'saint' for a mentor, how will you acknowledge Jasmine's concerns? You could try some reflective listening? What would you say to Jasmine without 'telling her what you would do'? Jasmine a beginning teacher is feeling reluctant about asking her mentor to assist her as she feels intimidated by her mentor who is older and more experienced. The prompt at the end of the scenario asks beginning teachers to acknowledge Jasmine's concerns while avoiding telling her what to do. The intent is that beginning teacher s will gain practice in acknowledging issues that matter to others while at the same time, ensuring ownerships of the issue is maintained rather than a solution being offered by another.
Scenario 3 focuses on relating to parents and learners.
Justin: Help! I've just had a parent of one of my Year 5 girls here to see me -virtually in tearsasking me what I can do to help. Her daughter is really shy -you know, one of those who barely says boo -and the other children ignore for most of the time. Anyway she is going home crying and says she doesn't want to go to school.
What questions can you ask Justin, to encourage him to elaborate more on the student and to explore the situation more from a range of perspectives?
A parent asks Justin, a beginning teacher for help with her daughter who is feeling so isolated from the other children that she doesn't want to go to school. The prompt invites beginning teachers to ask Justin questions so as to explore the issue from a range of perspectives. In this way, it is intended that beginning teachers will practice opening up discussion other than perhaps looking at it simplistically.
Scenario 4 relates to classroom management strategies.
A discussion has been going on for some time about relating to students and classroom management issues. You read this posting from Sammi.
Sammi: I insist that the students listen to me. If they don't, I tick their name off on a chart that I have at the front of the room that all the kids can see. My mentor used this last year. If they interrupt again or call out -I can't stand that -I put another cross against their name -and they know what will happen if they do it for a third time!
How will you disagree with Sammi's strategy and manoeuvre the discussion to a more positive turn?
Sammi a beginning teacher explains her classroom management strategies that she learned from her mentor including publically listing misbehaving students. The prompt invites beginning teachers to disagree with this strategy and to turn the discussion to other more positive strategies. The intent is that beginning teachers will practice disagreeing and reframing a discussion. Henri's (1992) model of analysis is based on categorising 'message units' into five dimensions of learning, participation, interaction, social, and cognitive and metacognitive. The two dimensions of participation and interaction are most relevant to this study. Henri defines participation as direct involvement in the discussion, therefore the number of posts by an individual or a group are counted. To measure interaction, the connection between posts are then coded and counted. Interaction, defined by Henri is a three-step process:
Step 1, information is communicated, Step 2, a response is made to this information, and then Step 3, a second answer relating back to the first is made. She then further categorises interactions as explicit, implicit or independent. An explicit interaction is where one or more ideas refer explicitly to one or more messages. An implicit interaction is where one or more messages or ideas do not specifically mention a connection. Independent interactions are statements relating to discussion but which do not respond or comment on it. Explicit and implicit interactions are further coded as a commentary, that is a comment on someone else's post or a response, that is a response to a question posed. Henri's model, while considered highly influential (McKenzie & Murphy, 2000; Marra, Moore & Klimczak, 2004; Enriquez, 2009 ) also has considerable criticism. In the main, this often relates to her definition of interaction, which focuses on the connections between posts, rather than perhaps to the discussion as a whole (Gunawardena, Lowe & Anderson 1997; Marra et al. 2004; Enriquez, 2009 ).
In order to gauge participation by beginning teachers in the simulations, the number of posts, deemed a 'message unit', was counted. Then, to gauge interactivity, each message unit was classified as either an explicit, implicit or an independent statement. Examples of how these message units were classified are shown in Table 2 . Participation rates and interactions (direct, indirect and independent) are shown in Table 3 .
Limitations of this study
This paper has several limitations. Firstly, this study is small scale, involving some 64 beginning teacher participants in a 30 minute simulation. As a result this study can be best seen as suggestive. Secondly, the beginning teachers' capacity to participate in this simulation may have been influenced by a number of factors. This includes the fact that the majority did not know one another, and came from different schools and different school types and therefore needed to establish rapport. Lack of teaching experience and possible ability to engage in professional discussions at this early stage of their career may have also contributed. As well, the beginning teachers were asked to discuss hypothetical situations, and while designed around issues that organisers felt would be familiar, may not have been. Thirdly, there are also limitations with the data collection and analysis methods. Data for this study involved collecting written simulations with attached Post-it notes, and while efforts were made to preserve the artefacts, the researcher did need to use her judgment to reaffix some of these notes. As well, the researcher was not present at all locations and so cannot verify that the same instructions were given to each cohort of beginning teachers by way of introducing the simulation activity. Thus there are some issues regarding the reliability of the data. There are also data analysis issues as a result of choosing to use Henri's framework as mentioned previously. 
Results

Participation
As shown in Table 3 , six groups of beginning teachers discussed the first scenario relating to reluctant readers, three groups the second scenario relating to feeling inadequate with a mentor, seven in relation to the third scenario on relating to parents and four on the last scenario relating to classroom management. There was some 147 'message units' or posts made to 19 simulated networks. Each of these simulations received around 7 'message units'. This does indicate that beginning teachers participated in the simulation, although the variation in the number of posts suggests that some beginning teachers participated more than others. The third scenario was somewhat more popular than others. 
Interactivity
The beginning teachers, operating within 19 separate communities, posted some 147 posts to the simulation. Of these around half, some 72 posts were rated as Independent statements (IS) that is they did not connect with other posts. Some 75 were rated as interactive, with 46 considered as Direct interaction (DI), that is direct response or commentary to a specific post or person and 29 rated as Indirect interactions (II), an indirect response to a prior post or person but without specifically indicating which post or person was referred to. A closer analysis by scenario reveals some differences. Scenario 1 for example received some 44 posts by 6 communities, however in comparison to other scenarios, received more Independent statements and less interaction. Scenario 2 while receiving some 21 posts by 2 communities had higher levels of interaction, and less number of Independent statements. Perhaps then the scenario, itself may have been a contributing factor.
In order to present a richer picture of the simulated online discussion, I present a detailed analysis of two of them. The first example is more typical of the interactions, while the second is not.
Example simulation 1
In this simulation a small group of beginning teachers is responding to the first scenario, involving Rebecca, a beginning teacher who is facing a number of issues. The prompt at the end of this scenario asks beginning teachers to help Rebecca to isolate the issues she is facing. The intent is that beginning teachers will practise being able to focus discussion and therefore encourage discussion to be more purposeful and meaningful.
Some seven posts were made to this simulation; this is the average number of posts made to all the twenty simulations. All posts in this example are Independent statements with none directly responding to the prompt which invited them to help Rebecca identify issues she is facing. Instead, beginning teachers post a view, which in essence tries to solve what they perceive as the issue that in effect then shifts control of the perceived issue to them rather than Rebecca. One beginning teacher assumes that the issue is about engagement and that more-so Rebecca has failed in this regard, resulting in the post, "Rebecca, how do you think you could engage these students? What could you try that is different that might draw them in?" Another assumes that the issue is about her expectations, posting this, "Hey Bec, it can be tough sometimes to balance our expectations and their actions. Remember you can only do so much but try." Another suggests that the issue is about reading and recommends another strategy, "Have you thought of either reading the text to the students or putting the text onto a CD so that the children can listen to it?" By giving solutions, sometimes couched as questions, interaction is closed rather than opened.
These discussant behaviours, whereby individual beginning teachers make a post and do not attempt to make links with other ideas being posted, or are not in direct response to the prompt, suggest they have a narrow perception of what online discussion involves. This seems to be one centred on providing 'an answer' to what they see as the problem.
Example simulation 2
The second example is atypical of the patterns that tended to emerge from these simulated discussions, in that there was a higher level of interactivity. The beginning teachers respond to the fourth scenario, in which Sammi a beginning teacher explains her classroom management strategies. The prompt invites them to challenge her strategy and to turn the discussion to other more positive strategies. The intent is that beginning teachers will practise disagreeing and reframing a discussion.
There were eleven posts made to this simulation, which is higher in number than others, with six being classified as Direct interactions and three as Indirect interactions. The three Indirect interactions tend to use statements, often drawing on examples from their own practice, such as in this post, "In my grade we focus on the positive. So rather than pointing out students that are not listening as a group, reward those that are." Four of the six Direct interactions use a mix of statements and questions, as well as personal experience. This mix of questions and statements, serves to invite another post and therefore keep the discussion flowing as illustrated in this extract:
Post: I have tried this strategy myself but have found it is always the same names on the board. Something I have tried is putting the names of people that are listening on board which has worked well. Is this something you think might work in your class? Post: Yes, I could give that a try, but what happens to those who aren't listening? How long do you let them go without reprimand? Post: I would reprimand straight away through the use of a book where you use a warning system. I would rather do this than use names on the board as it can be demeaning to the students. What other strategies are being used within your school? Is there a PD coming up you can attend?
These discussion behaviours in the preceding simulation, whereby beginning teachers seem to be aware of the need to invite a response and to respond to another response, indicates that they have more understanding of the pedagogies that can foster higher level of interaction.
Discussion and conclusion
The use of online discussion within teacher networks has been proposed as a way of providing beginning teachers with further support when new to the profession. Often these networks, are proposed as the asynchronous affordance is identified as a means of overcoming barriers to teacher professional learning such as isolation and reflection on practice. This research however often makes a lot of assumptions about online discussion that are underpinned by techno-centric views. A lot of assumptions have been made about beginning teacher level of skill to use technologies because of their age and assumed comfort levels with technologies. This paper has reported on the first stage of a large 3 year DEECD initiative involving some 64 beginning teachers from across the state of Victoria. The program broadly aims to support these beginning teachers as they face challenges of being new to the profession, through a blended learning environment. The choice of a blended environment was a deliberate one: To make the best use of face to face learning by giving participants opportunities to get to know one another and the best of online learning, to provide further opportunities to explore issues through online discussion. The program employed the use of communities of practice, in order to encourage shared ownership, and online coaches whose main role was to support online discussion.
In this small scale study 64 beginning teacher participated in a simulated online discussion. They had been introduced prior to the program technologies and the use of a protocol to guide discussion and had explored issues around discussing online. This study is based on the analysis of a simulated online discussion designed around a scenario, and using a prompt to frame discussion. The findings suggest that these beginning teachers do not necessarily have the knowledge to interact effectively in an online professional learning environment. Overall the level of interaction, either direct or indirect was relatively low in each of the simulated online discussions or networks. In the main, instead of interactions, beginning teachers tended to post Independent statements unconnected with other ideas in other posts. Typically they tended to use statements and closed questions to give advice and solutions and made little effort to directly interact with other posts. Rather than interacting, beginning teachers tended to instruct, and 'tell what to do'. Beginning teachers ignored prompts at end of scenarios instead posting their own view on what they perceived were the issues at hand. Indeed this appears to be their prime motivation, as evidenced by patterns in their posts.
This study suggests that beginning teacher networks may not achieve their intention of providing a supportive environment. Furthermore, it suggests that beginning teachers have a narrow view of online discussion and lack wider pedagogical knowledge with which to interact online. While that is not necessary to a successful discussion, it is needed to sustain it. Future beginning teacher networks could consider paying attention to developing and practising online discussion skills. Attention could also be given in pre-service education to the importance of having explicit skills to be able to discuss online. Greater consideration could also be given to these skills through professional learning programs.
